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Narratives for novices: Is there a place for edgy texts 
in edgy NAPLAN communities? 
Beryl Exley, Queensland University of Technology   
The genre of narratives has become the genre of choice in many classrooms since the 
introduction of NAPLAN into Australian schools. Yet, Knapp and Watkins (2005) argue that 
narratives are the least understood of all the genres. Despite wide-spread acceptance that 
narratives serve the social purpose of entertaining, they can also be more edgy, offering a 
powerful social or information role. This paper considers the effects of exposing novices to 
less standard realms of social discourse and disciplinary knowledge vis-a-vis a more clinical 
treatment focused on ‘standard’ narratives. I argue that we should not shy away from the 
challenges of edgy narratives just because our students are novice readers. The same holds 
true for our work in communities on the edge, that is where poverty, multiculturalism or 
multilingualism and systemic failure are the norm. I am part of an Australian Research 
Council (ARC) Linkage Grant (LP 0990289) working in such a community. Like many such 
situations, teachers in these communities are caught in the fray of establishing a dialogue 
between the culture of federally mandated performance orientated reforms and the cultures 
and discourses of the lives and future needs of their students (see Exley & Singh, in press).   
In contrast, Kress (1993, p. 18) has long advocated for genre pedagogy where ‘students move 
backwards and forwards, through alternate processes of induction and deduction, between 
language and metalanguage, activity and received knowledge, experience and theory’. Yet 
very little has been written about social and information narratives for novice readers. This 
article explores these edgy narratives through the lens of systemic functional linguistics 
(Hallidy, 1985) with a focus on two popular early childhood texts: Piggybook, written and 
illustrated by Anthony Browne (1996), and My Place in Space, written by Robin and Sally 
Hirst and illustrated by Roland Harvey and Joe Levine (2008). Whilst this framework is often 
used to name the linguistic elements, its power inheres in the way it makes visible disparate 
textual functions in written and visual texts.   
Piggybook, written and illustrated by Anthony Browne (1996) 
Like all of Anthony Browne’s texts, Piggybook (Figure One) is a sophisticated written and 
visual social commentary. Piggybook  is a cautionary tale about Mr Piggott and his two sons 
who quite literally behave like pigs. A seemingly unemotional Mrs Piggott leaves the family 
home. Left to fend for themselves, the male Piggotts undergo some curious emotional and 
physical transformations. The pictures evidence particular details that are integral to the 
unfolding of the story. The everyday setting of the story allows the students to participate in 
rich discussions about the social order presented in the text and the students’ disparate 
personal and vicarious experiences. I’ve presented these lessons suggestions elsewhere 
(Exley, 2006). What I want to focus on here is the structure of the written and visual text and 
the functions they serve.  
By way of example, the opening page of Piggybook is presented in Figure Two. The first two 
sentences can be compared according to the use of processes (happenings), participants (who 
or what) and circumstances (place, time, manner, reason or accompaniment). This analysis 
makes visible the social discourses of the written text.   
 
Sentence One:  Mr Piggott lived with his two 
sons, Simon and Patrick, in a nice house with a 
nice garden, and a nice car in the nice garage. 
Representations 
Process = lived  a behavioural process 
Participant = Mr Piggott   a human participant 
 specifically named as “Mister” which also denotes 
his social position  
 Mr Piggott is an actor who gets to undertake a 
behavioural process  
Circumstances = with his two sons; Simon and 
Patrick; in a nice house with a nice garden; and 
a nice car in the nice garage.  
 Mr Piggott is accompanied by his two sons 
 two sons have personalised names, denoting their 
humanness 
 there’s a lot of information about circumstances of 
place  
 repetition of describer of ‘nice’ in the noun group – 
a very deliberate author choice to emphasise or 
bring into question a particular social appreciation  
 
Sentence Two: Inside the 
house was his wife.  
Representations 
Process = was  a relational process, an act of being 
 significant for the absence of action, mental and saying processes; Mrs 
Piggott does not get to do, say or think 
Participant = his wife  generalised and only specialised in relation to being ‘his’ wife 
 identity is formed in relation to someone other than herself 
Circumstance = inside the 
house 
 in the text that constructs an identity for Mrs Piggott, she is not the 
actor; rather that position is displaced by a circumstance of place 
 the spatial expression is foregrounded, diminishing the focus on the un-
named Mrs Piggott 
 
In terms of the visual text, the three human participants, Mr Piggott and his sons, Simon and 
Patrick, hold centre stage. Together, they are a formidable uprising pyramid with a wide and 
stable base. The uprising is enhanced by the vectors formed from Mr Piggott’s pinstriped suit, 
the boys’ pant pleats and the yellow binding of the school blazers. Repetition of stance is a 
deliberate device for establishing social character; Simon and Patrick are constructed as 
‘chips off the old block’. All three human participants demand the viewer’s attention by their 
front-on poses and locking gazes. The circumstances are accorded just under 50% of the 
space, but their relative insignificance shows through in their peripheral location and muted 
colour choices. The house is the most dominant of the circumstances, speaking directly to the 
Piggott’s focus on capital assets. The boys’ private school uniforms suggest a particular 
social class. Notable by her absence is Mrs Piggott.  
 
Just a note of consideration: themes of the social order of families may be close to tensions 
within the lives of some students. Select your social issues focus texts with considerable care.  
 
My Place in Space, written by Robin & Sally Hirst, illustrated by Roland Harvey & Joe 
Levine (2008) 
My Place in Space (Figure Three) is an information narrative, a genre that employs a 
narrative structure to impart facts. Wing Jan (2004, p. 146) challenges this description, 
offering that an information narrative could also be classified as a factual text ‘because well-
written information narratives will contain factual information that the writer has simply 
organised into a narrative structure’. This debate matters less than the rich understandings 
that would ensue if opened up for discussion with students. How do they understand and talk 
about the categories of texts?  
The two main characters in My Place in Space are Henry and Rosie, two likeable Aussie kids 
who respond to their bus driver’s challenge to describe where they live. Instead of giving an 
everyday response based on the locations identified along the bus route, Henry and Rosie 
launch into a detailed description more closely aligned with the disciplinary knowledge of an 
astronomer. Their duologue is all the more comical for the way they egg each other on and 
incorporate over-the-top gestures to enhance their message.  
I’d like to diverge for a moment and offer a cautionary tale about information narratives. A 
friend of mine took his son to the children’s session at the Brisbane planetarium. The show 
was about two children who embark on a dragon ride to explore the constellations in the night 
sky. After the show, when my friend asked his son to identify what he had learnt, the child’s 
response was ‘I learnt dragons live in caves’. There’s two important points here. First, 
information narratives can engage learners in disciplinary knowledge. The second point is 
that exposure to information narratives without additional scaffolding is insufficient to ensure 
the development of disciplinary knowledge. The text does not explicitly provide the cues to 
discern scientific fact from literacy fiction.  
There is a need for careful scaffolding of the significant textual features of this edgy genre. 
Again, an analytical lens derived from Halliday’s (1978) systemic functional linguistics 
proves useful. Figure Four shows two paragraphs from one page from the text. In terms of the 
spatial dimensions of the written text, the paragraph structure is unorthodox. Whilst the 
second paragraph commences on a new line, unlike the first paragraph, it is indented. The 
first and second paragraphs provide distinctly different grammatical forms of representation. 
An analysis of the processes (happenings), participants (who or what) and circumstances 
(place, time, manner, reason or accompaniment) reveal their disparate social purposes.  
Paragraph One: Rosie squeezed Henry’s hand. 
Gaining courage, Henry took another deep 
breath and went on.  
Possible Representations 
Process = squeezed, took, went on, gaining  Almost all action processes – this paragraph is about 
happenings 
 1 x behavioural process (gaining) 
Participant = Rosie, Henry’s hand, Henry, 
another deep breath, [he/Henry], courage 
 All human participants, parts of human participants or 
a phenomena that can only be exhibited by something 
living (courage) 
 Specific participants (eg Rosie, Henry, Henry’s hand) 
 Rosie is an actor, she gets to do something, a goal 
(holding Henry’s hand) 
 Henry is also an actor, who has two goals: [i] taking 
another breath and [ii] going on  
 
Paragraph Two: The planet Earth is one of the 
eight major planets which circle the star we call 
the Sun. Earth is the third planet from the Sun, 150 
million kilometres away from it.  
Possible Representations 
Process = is, is, [is]  relational processes, this paragraph is about 
identification of phenomenon  
Participant = the planet Earth; one of the eight  the participants include built-up noun groups, one 
major planets which circle the star called the Sun; 
Earth; the third planet from the Sun; 150 million 
kilometres away from it.  
of which evidences two embedded clauses (one 
of the eight major planets which circle the star 
called the Sun) 
 evidence of technical vocabulary (planet, star , 
sun, 150 million kilometres) 
 no evidence of human participants; all 
participants relate to the structure and elements of 
the natural world 
 
In the main image, the foreground is of a low-range aerial view of a main street in a country 
town. The background has the planet Earth in the night sky. This participant simply exists as 
a phenomenon of the natural world. In terms of circumstances, I found the viewing angle 
disorientating; the foreground did not logically cohere with the background. I wasn’t sure 
how we could be looking at a main street on planet Earth with a planet Earth globe in the 
background. The images on the following pages offer more cohesion between the foreground 
and background.  
Second, whilst there are a lot of human participants in the main image, the two human 
participants in the footnotes stand out because of their separation and framing. They are 
neither bigger nor smaller than the human participants in the main image. The participants in 
the footnote offer expressive gestures, thus suggesting they have something to say. They 
stand alongside the written text of the first paragraph. Their circumstances are reduced in 
importance; the background of the footnote is plain white.  
The place of edgy texts 
The preceding discussion makes a few noteworthy points. First, not all narratives fit neatly 
into a ‘standard’ generic structure. As demonstrated, and as Martin and Rose (2008, p. 241) 
observe, ‘some texts shift gears, from one configuration to another’. This produces what 
Martin and Rose call a ‘mixed genre’ (p. 242).  Ironically, if a mixed genre is produced often 
enough, it stops being referred to as a mixed genre and is treated as a ‘new genre’ with its 
own predictable staging features. The important point is that language features and social 
purposes of narratives are evolving across time and place. It is thus the responsibility of 
teachers to prepare their students for the range of texts, not confine them to the clinical world 
of ‘standard’ narratives.  
Second, these short analyses show that grammar has more utility than an exercise of mere 
identification. When analysis of text is extended to focus on function, students engage with 
all four literacy roles. Eliciting experiential meaning through a grammatical analysis involves 
students as code breakers, meaning makers, text users and text analysts (Luke & Freebody, 
1999).  
Third, there has been an infusion of sophisticated picture books for novices in the past 
decade. The sophistication lies with the way messages cannot be understood by engaging 
with the written text only. The illustrations must be understood and their meanings integrated 
with the messages of the written text.  
In conclusion, Graham (2000) suggests that picture book resources are ‘simple vehicles’ and 
useful as an entry point before students engage with more complex texts. Miller (1998) also 
suggests that picture books can be used as introductions to topics, activate students’ 
background knowledge and stimulate curiosity about subject matter. Whilst sharing the 
intended platitudes for these resources, I steer clear of labelling them as ‘simple vehicles’ or 
categorising them as resources for ‘introductory’ activities alone. The preceding discussion 
emphasises the importance of focusing teaching and learning on the form and function of 
edgy social and information narratives.    
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